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For those in classrooms and those entering schools in the very near future, one of the greatest concerns may be making the most of the teaching time available.  More specifically, this concern may focus on how to integrate different content areas to meet the standards in various disciplines.  Offering a constructive solution to this concern, presenter Paula Marron focused on how to integrate writing and social studies in her workshop:  Maximizing Teach Time: Writing to Learn in Social Studies.  As the elementary social studies and science lead teacher for the Oceanside school district, as well as a past staff developer for Lucy Calkins' Reading and Writing Project at Teachers College, Ms. Marron shared many examples of how to teach writing through high-level social studies activities that promote critical thinking, debating, and writing skills.


Through the use of a document-based curriculum, teachers can integrate the language arts standards as they incorporate reading, writing, speaking, and listening activities that help students construct knowledge.  As students use primary sources, including photographs, maps, quotations, and documents, they work on developing specific reading strategies that help them to decipher such elements as main idea, important information, and point of view.  Furthermore, as students construct knowledge through these document-based activities, they further develop or reconstruct their existing knowledge about a specific topic through various writing activities.  


To link these theories and practice, Ms. Marron presented examples of units, lessons plans, and student work that demonstrated this integration.  In order to put focus to a specific unit, the concept of selecting essential questions (the most important questions on which to focus) was shared.  As Ms. Marron explained, these questions can help to devise a plan for instruction, as the experiences created in the classroom should work to answer these questions.  Furthermore, these activities should help the students to complete a culminating assessment, namely an essay or debate (which she also calls “an essay in the air”).  It is in fact this construction of an essay to answer a question that helps the students to synthesize the information, reflect upon activities, draw on higher-level thinking skills, construct knowledge, and develop essential writing skills.  In essence, students are “writing to learn and to think” while also learning essential understandings of how to structure answers and essays.  These integrated document based activities help the students to become engaged in their learning, while also preparing them for the tests that they will face in the schooling careers.  The following list summarizes the specific grade and content examples presented in the workshop:  

1st Grade Key Question:  Are we more alike or different?

Students are asked to collect all of the wrappers representing the foods eaten during given weekend.  Using a large Venn diagram, students compare and contrast the food by tacking the wrappers on the graphic organizer.  To model this process, the teacher can compare his/her food artifacts with the entire class.  From this activity, students can write about the differences and similarities in their food with respect to other members of the class.  Through this activity, discoveries about culture and life experiences are made.  This can be done multiple times throughout the year, especially around holiday times.

2nd Grade Key Question:  Are communities in the United States more alike or different?

Students are engaged in photo analysis of various images representing aspects of community life (food, transportation, shelter, clothing, work, recreation). Using these primary sources, students can observe and identify various elements of community life.  Through photo analysis, one photograph is divided into four quadrants, creating a focused space for observation. In small groups, each student is responsible for identifying five facts that they can extract from their given quadrant.  Through the compilation of facts and discussion, students determine different elements of community life through the pictures.  Using a graphic organizer, students can record their findings for each different community.  After this photo analysis and recording of findings is repeated in several mini-lessons, students compile a comprehensive list of characteristics.  The students can then learn how to use this information to structure an essay response answering this question using community vocabulary (it is essential to equip students with appropriate language).

4th grade Key Question: Did the encounter between people of Europe and the Taino villagers/natives result in progress for all?

Students can be engaged in discovering the different perspectives of these groups through primary source documents or secondary sources, such as an adapted play entitled “The Tainos’ Impression of Christopher Columbus” by Linda Klion (included in workshop packet).  Students can discuss and debate the varying viewpoints and then construct an essay at the end of the unit working to answer this question.

While the list above only mentions some of the many wonderful activities that were highlighted in a packet given to the workshop attendees, time limitations only allowed for in-depth presentation and discussion of those listed.    However, the commonalities of these activities demonstrate how such experiences can be constructed in the classroom to address different content understandings.


During this very informative workshop, the challenge of integrating disciplines and creating high-level, critical thinking activities was presented.  Through the wonderful presentation, including multiple examples and discussion, Paula Marron helped the group of preservice and in-service teachers understand how such a challenge can and should be addressed in the classroom.  Through the integration of such activities, students not only construct social studies knowledge, but they also develop various writing strategies, such as retelling information, taking notes, integrating information from multiple sources, identifying cause and effect, making connections, and developing arguments (Marron, 2004; Content Literacy: Writing Strategies handout).  Paula Marron’s thorough, practical, and insightful presentation of the integration of social studies and writing literacy truly made this an effective and inspiring workshop.  

A side note:  As a graduate student, I am currently taking a writing interventions class in which we have read and discussed various research on the concepts of writing to learn to construct content knowledge, as well as teaching writing skills through content-specific (social studies or science) readings and activities.  The following articles may be of interest if you would like to get more information about this integration of theory and practice:

Boscolo, P. & Mason, L. (2001).  Writing to learn, writing to transfer.  In: G. Rijlaarsdam (Series Ed.) & P. Tynjala, L. Mason & K. Lonka (Volume Eds), Studies in writing, volume 7, Writing as a learning tool:  Integrating theory and practice, 83-104.

This article discusses a study that examined the use of writing to promote higher-order thinking and understanding in social studies and science.

Klein, P.D. (2000).  Elementary students’ strategies for writing-to-learn in science.  Cognition and Instruction, 18, 317-48.
Examines how informal writing contributes to learning in elementary school science.

Please feel free to contact me at katieueland@hotmail.com if you have any questions or would like further information.
